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What expanding asset rules in Illinois meant for an Americorps*VISTA

My experience with asset limits occurred in August 2005 when I was seeking public aid as an Americorps VISTA member in Illinois. My story is unique in that I was working in a state that had recently eliminated asset limits for retirement accounts. Caseworkers in local offices of the Illinois Department of Human Services, however, did not yet fully understand the new rules, which had become effective just four months prior. 

As an Americorps member, I was receiving a modest living allowance, a little over $800 per month. Before accepting the Americorps position, I was told that Food Stamps would help counterbalance the modest pay and that I would not have to use money that I had saved over the past two years for groceries and other living expenses. However, in the first weeks of my job, I heard from a fellow VISTA that this savings might be counted against me when applying for public aid. I weighed the options and, because the amount of my savings that put me over the $2,000 asset limit for Food Stamps was less than a full year of Food Stamps, I considered spending down my savings in order to qualify. Fortunately, I soon learned of an alternative, coming from a resource right under my nose.

My Americorps service took place at the Sargeant Shriver National Center on Poverty Law, a national law and policy center based in Chicago that takes action to end poverty through policy development, model programs, communications, and impact litigation.. The Shriver Center had advocated for and supported the administrative rule change that exempted retirement accounts as countable assets under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), General Assistance, and Food Stamps programs. Upon learning of the new rules, I researched various retirement account options and decided to transfer my savings into a Roth IRA (Individual Retirement Account). I was proud of my decision—opening a retirement account at 24 years old—and thought applying for Food Stamps would then be a simple process. Little did I know, there were more hurdles to come.

I went to the public aid office to apply for Food Stamps the following week. I waited two hours to see a caseworker only to be told that my savings, regardless of how they were held, would still be counted against me. I was frustrated and confused. I talked with my supervisor the following day, and explained the situation. We agreed that I should try again, this time specifically citing the new rules exempting retirement accounts: 


Illinois Administrative Code, Title 89: Social Services, Chapter IV: Department of Human Services, Subchapter b: Assistance Programs, Part 121 Food Stamps, Section 121.57 (2) (A) (ii) Assets:

“Pension plans are exempt from consideration as an asset, except accounts owned solely by an individual, such as an Individual Retirement Account (IRA), 401 K or Keogh Plan, that are accessible without a penalty for withdrawal.” 

I scheduled another appointment, took a bus to the public aid office and, once again, presented my case. To my utter dissatisfaction, I was again sent home, Food Stamp-less. After reading the rules over and over again, I determined that we were still right, and that because my Roth IRA did have a penalty for early withdrawal, it should be exempt. We decided to try a third time, but this time around we first contacted the IDHS people in charge of Food Stamp policy. They confirmed our reading of the rules and expedited the proper disposition of my application by clarifying the new pension rules with the local public aid office. I received Food Stamps the following month.

Although I didn’t really grasp it at the time, these new asset rules encouraged me to save and to start thinking about retirement. Since then, my Americorps service has ended and I have a new job—one that doesn’t necessitate receipt of public benefits.   I still have my retirement account and make regular contributions.[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]
